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BOOK REVIEWS 195 
American Indian Education: A History. By 
John Reyhner and Jeanne Eder. Norman: 
University of Oklahoma Press, 2004. x + 370 pp. 
Photographs, tables, references, index. $29.95. 
Do we need another history of Indian 
schools? After reading this book-a revision 
of Reyhner and Eder's 1989 study of Indian 
education-the answer is yes and no. Not sur-
prisingly, they harshly criticize education's role 
in the United States government's coercive 
assimilation campaigns, but offer only a limited 
assessment of how students, parents, and com-
munities negotiated the cultural battleground 
of education between the end of the Civil 
War and the Indian Reorganization Act. The 
authors do their best work addressing events 
since the 1950s, a period yet to receive a full 
treatment. Their discussion of those years is 
discerning and instructive, pointing the way to 
new and important issues. 
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Because the book's first two-thirds rehashes 
a well-known narrative, it does little to deepen 
our understanding of Indian education down 
through the 1940s. Ironically, because the 
authors favor policy critique over an analysis 
of experience, there is much here that obscures 
the schools' complex nature. Their discussion 
favors the predictable themes of victimization 
and loss. Yet as David Adams, Brenda Child, 
Tsianina Lomawaima, John Bloom, and others 
attest, the fiercely contested cultural battles 
that occurred in most boarding schools com-
promised many of assimilation's core elements. 
Adams's 2001 Western Historical Quarterly essay, 
"More Than a Game: The Carlisle Indians 
Take to the Gridiron, 1893-1917," for example, 
i>. a perceptive discussion of experience that the 
authors did not consult. There are other gaps 
as well. Brenda Child's work is missing alto-
gether, and Michael Coleman's Promises of the 
Past: A History of Indian Education in the United 
States (1993) is conspicuous by its absence, as is 
Thomas Andrews's prize-wining 2002 Western 
Historical Quarterly essay "Turning the Tables 
on Assimilation: Oglala Lakotas and the Pine 
Ridge Day Schools, 1889-1920s." 
The book's analysis of reservation-era politi-
cal economies is weak, and as a result the 
schools are poorly contextualized. By separating 
the schools from a discussion of communities 
and reservations, the book does little to exam-
ine the enormous variability of schools and stu-
dent experience. But as Andrews's Lakota Day 
School essay suggests, we should be less con-
cerned with the old story of assimilation's failure 
and more with understanding how students 
negotiated the schools' complicated cultural 
borders. As Margaret Connell-Szasz reminds us, 
education was a profoundly cultural encounter 
with consequences that reverberated through 
Indian and non-Indian communities alike. No 
one denies that schools were too often brutal in 
their treatment of Indian children, but that is 
an old and well-known story that hardly needs 
retelling. What we don't know enough about are 
the ways by which students, parents, and com-
munities negotiated the complex and permeable 
boundaries of schooling. 
Conversely, the last third of this book is an 
informed and lucid discussion of more recent 
policy and history. In this the authors have 
done valuable work by laying out a consider-
able amount of information on contemporary 
Indian education. Their review of federal 
policy since the 1980s is especially useful, and 
students of late-twentieth-century Indian edu-
cation will find this discussion indispensable as 
a starting point for future studies. 
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